The assessment of the vulnerable atherosclerotic plaque using MR imaging: a brief review.
The study of atherosclerotic disease during its natural history and after therapeutic intervention may enhance our understanding of the progression and regression of this disease and will aid in selecting the appropriate medical treatments or surgical interventions. Several invasive and non-invasive imaging techniques are available to assess atherosclerotic disease vessels. Most of these techniques are strong in identifying the morphological features of the disease such as lumenal diameter and stenosis or wall thickness, and in some cases provide an assessment of the relative risk associated with the atherosclerotic disease. However, none of these techniques can fully characterize the composition of the atherosclerotic plaque in the vessel wall and therefore are incapable of identifying the vulnerable plaques. High-resolution, multi-contrast, magnetic resonance (MR) can non-invasively image vulnerable plaques and characterize plaques in terms of lipid and fibrous content and identify the presence of thrombus or calcium. Application of MR imaging opens up whole new areas for diagnosis, prevention, and treatment of atherosclerosis.